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The Early Reception of Hill of Fools 
 
Laurence Wright 
 
The early reception of Peteni‟s novel is interesting because it illustrates the mind-sets and 
critical assumptions of those who first mediated the novel to different readerships. The 
book initially caused little stir either in South Africa or abroad, and it has made its way 
quietly in later years in no small part due to support from set-work prescription 
committees, and its translation into other media, radio and television. A one-off novel by 
an unknown writer is unlikely to gather critical momentum in international discussion, 
and the book has been more often noticed in academic studies focused on the Xhosa 
novel, some of which barely register that the work was first written in English. However, 
today it is certainly among the novels most widely-read by ordinary South Africans, not 
only those from the Eastern Cape, but for among many throughout the country who 
encountered it at school. 
 
All the reviews, articles and academic studies mentioned in what follows are reproduced 
in whole or in part later in this article. 
 
The bulk of the early newspaper reviews were written for a predominantly white English-
speaking South African audience. A high proportion of the reviewers accessed the work 
through the Romeo and Juliet parallel, mostly as a means of conveying to their 
readerships a swift characterization of the kind of tale Peteni was telling. A few (such as 
Lionel Abrahams, see below) were concerned with the work‟s literary qualities, which 
they assessed in relation to the well-made western novel and the expressive potential of 
the English language. Most were not particularly equipped to notice the novel‟s profound 
effort at linguistic and cultural translation. Many more adopted the simpler „Is this a good 
read?‟ posture of the jack-of-all-trades newspaper reviewer. Very seldom did such writers 
indicate to their white readers that here was an opportunity to learn something about their 
fellow South Africans, the unspoken (and quite erroneous) assumption being that white 
South Africans, and newspaper reviewers in particular, already knew everything worth 
knowing about their country and its people. At the time, Hill of Fools was among the few 
literary texts available in the English language capable of remedying the deficiency, but 
reviewers (with the possible exception of „JK‟ writing in the Natal Mercury – see below) 
failed to signal this possibility. 
 
Stephen Gray‟s brief notice in The Star was alert in pointing out that Peteni avoids (or 
even condones) the contemporary Ciskei homeland issue, at least overtly, though at the 
time he was probably not aware how Peteni‟s own local political and religious 
engagement is expressed covertly throughout the book. Peteni was too much of an 
unknown on the literary scene for that to be possible, and the anthropological writings of 
Monica Wilson and Philip Mayer together with more sophisticated sociopolitical analyses 
of the region by revisionist historians such as Bundy (1979) and Beinart and Bundy 
(1987) had yet to make their impact in literary circles. 
 
Guy Butler came closest to understanding the energy of the novel with his remarks on the 
depiction of the internal life of rural families, the eschewal of any major engagement with 
„white‟ politics or society, the cool and collected temper of the author. Perhaps this 
accuracy of insight was partly attributable to the fact that he met and conversed with 
Peteni on several occasions.  
 
Early black African responses to Hill of Fools are hard to come by. Leslie Xinwa‟s was 
the first published acknowledgment that the novel was written “basically in Xhosa 
idiom.” Much of the perceived flatness of the language and the „strange‟ proverbial 
idioms are attributable to Peteni‟s effort to create in English a rendering of Xhosa 
sensibility. The importance of this to Peteni can be judged from the emphasis he gives to 
it in the Winter School lecture. From his opening remarks there, it can be seen that he is 
at great pains to show Xhosa-speaking members of the audience that his energy in the 
novel has been directed largely to making the quality of Xhosa life and thought available 
in another language and for a different culture; directed in fact to placing it onto a world 
stage. This was part of the universalizing mission carried over from his education and 
religious upbringing and, more directly, from the successful examples of the village 
novels of Chinua Achebe (see Peteni 1979). None of this deeper import surfaces in the 
early reviews. 
 
When we turn to the academic journals, the position is hardly better. The overseas 
reviewers really had very little idea of what Peteni was writing about. The character of 
rural South African life, let alone its cultural specificities, was at some remove from the 
„hot politics‟ of apartheid. These reviewers were too remote from the internecine 
struggles of Bantustan politics to discover much more than bland if pleasing pastoral in 
Peteni‟s tale. M.M. Mahood, perhaps drawing on her Nigerian experience (she was the 
founding professor of English at the University if Ibadan in Nigeria) was acute in 
drawing attention to the assured sense of local historical and cultural ownership that 
pervades Peteni‟s writing, and her invocation of African epic was also useful, if 
somewhat tangential to the issues driving the novelist. Brenda Leibowitz reveals 
exasperated frustration in her evident desire to drag Peteni‟s work closer to the 
orthodoxies of a materialist analysis of the apartheid crisis, a move which mistakes the 
central thrust of the book and the people it portrays. 
 
In later academic journal articles, theses and dissertations, Hill of Fools has tended to be 
drawn upon piecemeal to illustrate sociopolitical themes, rather than being treated as a 
fully coherent work of art conveying a complex (and constitutive) meaning. As part of 
the drive to „modernize‟ the treatment of the African language novel (forgetting that Hill 
of Fools was written first in English, with all the implications that carries) the book is 
regularly discussed in relation to the treatment of women in traditional and modernizing 
societies, often partnered by the work of Sol.Plaatje and A.C. Jordan, with ambiguous 
results (see Mtuze and Kungwayo, below, as examples) or sometimes in discussions of 
violence (see the extract from Beinart, below).     
 
The materials reproduced here have a two-fold function. First, they serve to instantiate 
the remarks made here about the limitations of the early response to Peteni; and secondly, 
they provide a range of views which document the kinds of interpretations to which 
Peteni has been subjected, and a jumping-off point for the more nuanced and better-
informed assessments which by now are well overdue. 
 
 
Newspaper Reviews 
 
Lionel Abrahams, Rand Daily Mail, 27 September 1976: 
 
„Tribal tragedy of love‟ 
 
If the merits of the matter in “Hill of Fools” had been matched by due skill in the manner 
of presentation, this would have been a novel of stature for the South African fiction 
shelf. 
 
The main setting is a pair of Xhosa tribal villages with a tradition of hatred between them 
that flares into occasional faction fighting. Plainly, the author is depicting a world he 
knows and the feeling of authenticity extends to the many characters. 
 
The story, too – though elaborated on classical lines and trimmed to carry a freight of 
symbolic and moral meaning – is quite believable. 
 
It is the tragedy of Zuziwe, a village Juliet whose very gentleness seems to instigate a 
sequence of self-compounding mishaps and disasters for herself, those she encounters 
and her whole community. 
 
Her beauty generates violent desires and jealousies. Her susceptibility to the love of a boy 
of the rival village sets off events which issue in a faction fight and two deaths including 
her own. 
 
In a semi-Christianised society, Zuziwe is the embodiment of the principle of not 
resisting evil. 
 
Zuziwe‟s destruction demonstrates the wicked ness of the world and fortifies the plea for 
reconciliation and love. 
 
Mr Peteni‟s prose is correct, but lacks colour, flexibility, economy, so fails to realize 
much of the excitement potential in his story. It might though, translate into an 
impressive film. 
 
 
J.K., Natal Mercury, 11 November 1976: 
 
Rural African life, so redolent of medieval violence, is a perfect setting for drama in the 
classical mould. 
 The African educationist R.L.Peteni, has returned to his Ciskeian roots to write a fine 
first novel, a simple, almost Romeo-and-Juliet story called Hill of Fools (David Philip). 
 
A village beauty falls in love with a boy from a village across the river. between her 
village and his exists an ancient animosity so embedded in the traditions of the district 
that nobody has ever thought to question its origin nor deny its valididty. 
 
The brutality and bigotry of this peasant society that so casually destroys life and love is 
delineated without excuse or elaboration. It is there, this is the way it is, and as Zuziwe‟s 
story unfolds within the parameters of this life-style, the tragedy develops with Grecian 
force and inevitability. 
 
Unrelieved by humour, largely unshadowed by nuance, this short novel is nevertheless 
powerfully evocative. Mr. Peteni never imposes himself on the reader, but at the end one 
has seen life through the eyes of his people and one has learned. 
 
 
Guy Butler, Eastern Province Herald, 15 December 1976: 
 
„Fine novel set in the Ciskei‟ 
 
It is not often that a reviewer of South African novels has the pleasure of encountering 
something both fresh and unpretentious. 
 
Most serious white novelists feel the need to be relevant so strongly that their novels 
become political allegories or prophecies in narrative form. Few of them succeed because 
the mastery of large and complex themes is given to few. Character succumbs to moral 
issues, the sense of life perishes in analysis or under too great a load of symbolism. We 
are left with the same old game played on the same old Black-White chequer-board. 
 
“The Hill of Fools” is to my knowledge our first regional novel in English by a Black 
writer. The canvass is small – two feuding villages – one Thembu, the other the Hlubi – 
in the Ciskei. The theme is as old as the hills: the destruction of young love by inherited 
hatreds. 
 
The White man hardly appears at all although his influx control laws do close one of the 
few doors of escape for the lovers. 
 
What is new to me as a White reader is the presentation of the Black family life from the 
inside, as it were. While the characterization never goes to profound depths, it is firm and 
frequently memorable: from the satirical portrait of the heroine‟s hypocritical ageing 
suitor, to the quiet and contained dignity of her father, the impetuous pride of her elder 
brother and the charm and self-indulgence of her favoured lover. 
 
The power of the book lies in its presentation of people in known relationships, the loves 
and loyalties, the rivalries and hatreds of a still cohesive community. 
 
Mr Peteni also knows how to use peripheral incidents or details to comment on his action. 
During the early stages of the story, in the midst of peace negotiations between two 
families, he inserts a vivid description of a cat and dog fight. 
 
“ - - - The cat was safe from danger as long as it remained calm and kept its wits. What 
the source of the dog‟s anger was, it was difficult to say. The cat had not interfered with 
them. But every member of the dog community inn the neighbourhood responded to the 
call of battle - - - the cat lost its nerve - - - When the cat was dead, the dogs left, returned 
to their homes - - - 
 
“They were not in the least interested in the carcass. They had not attacked the dog 
because they wanted food to eat but because the instinct to kill had been aroused - - -” 
 
One of Mr Peteni‟s assets as a writer is his clear-eyed depiction of the cat-and-dog 
element in the human race; and of our deplorable tendency to find scapegoats. He also 
gives due weight to fair-mindedness, to dignified quiet-spoken men in search of accord. 
 
He can use irony in a quite masterly manner. The father of the hero is partly responsible 
for the tragedy by refusing to allow him to marry a girl of the Bhele clan. The son 
responds by not marrying at all until nearly middle-aged. Then he marries a girl of the 
forbidden clan. The last sentence in the book reads: 
 
“His father had grown too old to oppose him in his decision and was even glad that his 
son had at last decided to marry, not a wild, giddy-headed town girl but a girl with a 
good, respectable rural background.” 
 
The wry compassion, the sly humour, the creation of locale and character, the ability to 
move from close-ups to long shots (as in the faction fight), the firm i[f] simple plotting, 
all leave this reader waiting eagerly for Mr Peteni‟s next. 
 
 
Leslie Xinwa, Daily Dispatch, 17 December 1976: 
 
„Book that must be read‟ 
 
What will probably go down as one of the best books from Eastern Cape authors, has 
been published in Cape Town. 
 
Titled Hill of Fools (Kwazidenge), the book, written by Fort Hare lecturer in English, 
R.L.Peteni, is based on bitter rivalry between two villages divided by the Keiskama River 
in the Keiskammahoek district. 
 
Packed into 151 pages and written basically in Xhosa idiom, the book gains its strength in 
its simplicity of language and brevity of dialogue. 
 
In short the story is about two villages – one Hlubi the other Thembu – which though 
neighbouring each other have never found common understanding. 
 
Fights break out regularly between boys of the two villages and although people are fully 
aware of the futility of these faction fights neither side is prepared to stamp out the 
practice born out of tradition. 
 
At the individual level relations are sound and Peteni interplays this with a deep 
involvement between a young girl from one village with a boy from the rival village. 
 
The girl, Zuziwe, is engaged to marry a prosperous man (much older than herself) from 
her village. He has been proudly accepted by her family as her future husband. 
 
But she falls in love with a boy from the rival village, and a leading warrior at that, who 
through involvement in the regular fights between the boys of the rival villages, is alleged 
to have struck the death blow on the girl‟s cousin. 
 
While all the arrangements are being made to get her to marry Ntabeni, the rich suitor 
from her village, she finds she is going to have a baby from the suitor from the rival 
village. 
 
Rural life and clan relations are treated with an understanding that would amaze the 
social scientist but the writer does not condescend to the level of preaching to show how 
that virtue could have overcome the other vice. 
 
Influx control comes in and [u]ltimately leads to Zuziwe committing an abortion (and 
bleeding to death) because she cannot elope with her lover to Port Elizabeth, where she 
would be faced with permit problems. 
 
Bhuqa who has made Zuziwe pregnant is not allowed to marry her because his father 
would not have his son marrying a Hlubi girl when there are many Tembu girls of good 
extraction. 
 
On the abortion Peteni writes: “But how could she go on living after giving up the man 
she loved and destroying his child? 
 
“Why should she love so much the man she ought to hate? Why were the Hlubis and the 
Thembus such resolute enemies? 
 
“The individuals were ordinary, decent, normal people with normal feelings and desires. 
it was the group feeling, the group hatred, which turned them into angry, unforgiving 
maniacs. 
 
“In their madness they made a virtue of a vice. Was it part of the irony of life that she 
should be compelled to turn away from the man she loved, the man who loved her, and 
embrace a man she did not love: that she be compelled to raise her hand against her 
unborn child - - -? 
 
“What cruel justice was this that was meted out to her, to her lover, to her innocent baby? 
Must she defy the world and give birth to her illegitimate child, and allow it to face the 
taunts and jibes of a cruel world? No, she could not do that. 
 
“Must she then destroy her own child, the flesh of her flesh - - -? No, she could not do 
that either. No! Again and again, no! 
 
After reading the book, I can only give one suggestion. Do yourself a favour. Read it. 
 
 
 
Charles Swaffham, Cape Times, 21 December 1976: 
 
„Ciskeian Tragedy‟ 
 
The story of Romeo and Juliet, the star-crossed lovers whose love is fatal in the context 
of their social mould, is universal to both life and literature. 
 
R.L.Peteni, a leading member of the African Teachers‟ Association of South Africa and 
since 1969 a lecturer in English at the University of Fort Hare, has set it in the Ciskei to 
tremendous effect. 
 
The scene is a Hlubi village below the Hill of Fools. Here live the tribal equivalents of 
the Capulets. Across the river Xesi are the Montagues in the shape of the tribesmen of a 
Tembu village. 
 
Zuziwe, a Hlubi girl, falls in love with Bhuqa, a leading Tembu warrior. Her fiancé, a 
prosperous Hlubi farmer and much older than Zuziwe, who is proudly accepted as a 
suitor by Zuziwe‟s family, tries to end the alliance. This provokes a tribal clash in which 
Zuziwe‟s brother (the Ciskei Tybalt) is killed by Bhuqa. 
 
From then on Zuziwe is doomed. She finds she has become pregnant by Bhuqa, but 
Bhuqa, under extreme pressure by his family and his tribe, is forced to renounce her. 
Determined to end hr life, she attempts to rid herself of the unborn child and dies in 
hospital. Bhuqa, however, does not share her grave but is forced into another marriage by 
his family. 
 
Mr Peteni tells the story in prose which is notable for its simple dignity. The characters 
are drawn with a sure hand and the overall picture of tribal life with its strengths and 
weaknesses as yet uneroded by White civilization is impressive and revealing. 
 
Heinemann are said to have accepted “Hill of Fools” for their paperback African Writers 
Series. 
 
 
Elaine Durbach, Sunday Times, 13 February, 1977. 
 
„Romeo and Juliet, Ciskei style‟ 
 
The Romeo and Juliet of this Ciskei story are Bhuqa and Zuziwe, two beautiful and 
carefree young people who come from neighbouring but warring villages. 
 
As the tradition has it, she is engaged to a man chosen for her by her family. 
 
When members of his family see her talking intimately to Bhuqa down at the Xesi 
(Keiskamma) River, the dividing lines between the two territories, an escalaltion of 
violent tragedy is set in motion. 
 
Though age-old in its theme, the story is set in contemporary South Africa, Hill of Fools, 
by R.L. Peteni (David Philip) weaves through the conflicts of an African society in 
transition between old beliefs and new skepticism. 
 
The lovers, selfish and fun-loving at the outset, grow to wisdom through the horror of 
senseless faction-fighting between their respective villages. 
 
The modifying intrusion of the laws of the State cannot save them from the damnation of 
their people. And, when they try to escape from tribalism, the laws of the same State, in 
the form of influx control, trap them again. 
 
The tale is told with a seemingly naïve simplicity. But the characterization is subtly real. 
 
 
Stephen Gray, The Star, 21 February 1977. 
 
There are four new novels out about Southern Africa, by black Africans with something 
to say about the present, and how it comes to us gift-wrapped from the past - - - . 
 
The first is a charmer. R.L. Peteni‟s “Hill of Fools” deals with an internal tribal situation 
in the Ciskei. Since it does not approach the contemporary urban world of South Africa, 
and the questionable status of the Ciskei is a matter left untouched, the novel has a certain 
never-neverland quality. It can be read without fear of distress, and its internal view is, of 
course, of interest per se. 
 
Notices in journals 
 
Charles R. Larson. 1977. World Literature Today. 51.4 (Autumn): 565. 
 
Another recent work from South Africa, R.L. Peteni‟s Hill of Fools (Heinemann), has a 
more contemporary setting and a subject only tangentially related to South Africa‟s racial 
problems. The story has been told so often that it has taken on archetypal proportions: a 
young girl, betrothed to an older man, becomes pregnant by the younger man she secretly 
loves. There is nothing unexpected, nothing that astonishes us. Nevertheless, in its 
predictability, Hill of Fools achieves a certain charm, a definite sense of beauty, linking it 
to other pastorals. Peteni – who at age sixty has just published his first novel – ought to 
serve as inspiration for late-bloomers across the continent. 
 
 
M.M. Mahood. 1979. Journal of Southern African Studies 5.2: 258. 
 
A recognition of the potential readership - - - helps to get Hill of Fools into perspective. 
A superficial resemblance to Ngugi wa Thiong‟o‟s The River Between might mislead the 
outsider into reading this novel as a pastoral romance about lovers from rival villages. 
From this viewpoint the writing is very gauche. Lovers‟ meetings are expressed in lines 
like „You don‟t know how delighted I am that you have come here.‟ and „Why do you 
come here without an appointment?‟ But then Mr Peteni, as his South African readers 
will understand, is not writing in the tradition of the novel, but in the epic tradition of so 
much indigenous South African literature. 
 
The conversations are clumsy because they are no part of this epic tradition; eloquent 
speeches are; and these, with the soothsayers and portents, the faction fights and the 
praises of heroes, should evoke an understanding response from Mr Peteni‟s readers. For 
him, as for many of them – though not for the ones Miss Gordimer writes about – the 
white man is largely an irrelevance; his religion can be called upon to support the 
authoritarian stance of some elderly characters, but his justice is incomprehensible and 
sometimes ludicrously so. Laughter is absent from Nadine Gordimer‟s stories; she feels, 
no doubt rightly, that South African society today is no laughing matter, and is severe on 
the inspired levity of Etienne Le Roux. His laughter, however, like that of black South 
Africa writers, is the tone born of confidence, of belonging. There are few English names 
in the Ciskei of Me Peteni‟s tale: King William‟s Town is Qonce, as it will be when King 
William is forgotten. From this position of psychological security, Mt Peteni makes one 
forceful protest: his heoine is driven to abortion and death by the „endorsing out‟ of black 
South Africans from East London; the modus vivendi worked out by black and white 
elements in a rural world is profoundly disturbed by national policies. the tale is artless 
but authentic and will be movong and meaningful to many readers whom Nadine 
Gordimer‟s high art could never reach. 
 
 
Brenda Liebowitz. 1979. Staffrider 2.1 (March): 53 (extract). 
 
It is evident - - - that the novel is didactic, but that at the same time it draws the reader‟s 
attention away from the didactic statement about war, authoritarianism and hatred by 
introducing elements of fate and the cruelty of life, so that the blame cannot be squarely 
placed on specific social, political and cultural factors. To add to this confusion, the 
concrete elements of the tragedy are by no means unequivocal: there is tribal 
factionalism, but also apartheid, (pass laws, police, the courts) and although these are 
inadequately explored, if at all, there are factors which interfere, such as the hero‟s bull-
headedness and irresponsibility, Zuziwe‟s beauty and the fact that she is protected and 
spoiled by her parents. The result is fairly frustrating for the reader, for although the 
emotions of the individuals as well as of the „mob‟ are convincingly portrayed and the 
sorrow of Zuziwe acquires poignancy and a certain heroic stature, the description of 
black village life in South Africa and the problems besetting it, itself lacks incisiveness 
and direction. 
 
The style is simple, and - - - fairly unexciting. The scenario (Romeo and Juliet style) is 
unoriginal, and the river imagery, (Xesi or Keiskama – boundaries between tribes and 
symbols of life and death) is fairly obvious. However, the book is unpretentious and 
makes for pleasant enough reading. 
  
 
Brenda F. Berrian. 1981. Canadian Journal of African Studies, 15.2: 336. (extract) 
 
Peteni‟s novel is written for an adolescent audience rather than an adult one. The opening 
sentences prepare the reader for a story with fairy tale overtones. the majority of the 
charaters are one dimensional. They over react and (with the exception of Zuziwe and her 
parents) are ruled by their emotions. With Zuziwe‟s untimely death, the feud between the 
Thembu and Hlubi villagers no longer has a rationale. Perhaps the two villages would 
then cease to live in “the hill of fools.” 
 
 
Excerpts from theses and dissertations 
 
Brian Worsfold. 1986. The Theme of Apartheid in the Novels of Black South Africans. 
2 vols. Doctoral thesis presented in the University of Barcelona. 
 
 - - - Peteni demonstrates in Hill of Fools that a normal, healthy relationship between two 
people in love is rendered virtually impossible in a society which insists on maintaining 
traditional beliefs, customs and rivalries while at the same time it is subjected to further 
restrictions imposed on it by exterior forces. 
             (288) 
 
In addition to its censure of the hypocrisy of Ntabeni and the mourners, Hill of Fools is 
basically a statement against traditional tribal and clan animosities which result in 
faction fighting and constant feuding. It is a plea to rural Africans to give up traditional 
prejudices and hatred for other communities and to judge each person on his or her 
individual merits. But the way forward is not clear, even it would seem to Peteni himself. 
Peteni‟s sympathy with the traditional, rural way of life is demonstrated by the sensitive 
and gentle descriptions of village life, the people and the landscape. On the other hand, 
Port Elizabeth, the urban setting, is presented briefly as a place of overcrowded living 
conditions and oppressive laws, whose only redeeming feature is the opportunities it 
provides for work. Peteni condemns the inherent irrationality and ignorance of tribal 
society, but at the same time he finds it difficult to offer a more rational or positive 
alternative. To an extent, Peteni finds himself in a similar dilemma to that of the 
magistrate who must judge the case brought against the Thembu boys for murdering 
Katana Langa. The magistrate is ambivalent in his assessment of the situation when he 
states, 
 
“A war declared by your country is not illegal. But a faction fight prohibited by 
the laws of the state is illegal.” (57) 
 
Yet what is a faction fight if not a type of war, albeit localized and based on traditional 
hostilities? Peteni‟s novel is a plea for an end to localized in-fighting, but at the same 
time it constitutes an admission that the alternative to traditional African life-styles in 
South Africa, that is, the apartheid system, is not necessarily more positive or more 
rational. In the rural areas of South Africa, the transition from traditional values to 
universalised values is scarcely perceptible. Indeed, even today, faction fights continue to 
occur frequently in the rural areas of the Transkei and Ciskei „independent homelands‟ 
and along the eastern seaboard. tribal and clan loyalties remain powerful forces in 
determining ethnic identities and solidarity groups, and are likely to remain so as long as 
the South African state can offer only the apartheid system with its strategies of „divide 
and rule‟ as an alternative, for it is clear that the fundamental apartheid policy of 
„independent homelands‟ underscores an individual‟s tribal affiliation, thereby promoting 
and intensifying inter-tribal conflict in the Black communities of South Africa. 
 
 
Mkulesi Richman Kungwayo. [1995?] Tradition and the ‘Miscreant’ Woman: The 
Influence of Xhosa Patriarchy on the Portrayal of Woman in Literary Texts.  
BA (Hons) dissertation. Vista University, Port Elizabeth. 
 
Zuziwe‟s behaviour is diametrically opposed to the Xhosa patriarchal conception of a 
woman which expects a woman to be humble, timid, faithful, respectful, free from a 
rebellious or quarrelsome nature - - -. She must avoid behavior that undermines her 
husband‟s authority. 
      (26) 
 
The moral courage with which Peteni endows Zuziwe points to the negative attitude he  
has towards a custom that strips the individual of the right to determine her future.  
                (32) 
 
LW - In contrast to the traditions of the intsomi which present customary behavior as a 
static reality to which women must submit, Kungwayo sees the novel as Peteni‟s effort to 
“negate ethnic boundaries” (39). 
 
 
Excerpts from journal articles 
 
P.T. Mtuze. 1991. ‘Female stereotyping in Xhosa prose fiction and folk-tales.’ 
South African Journal of African Languages, 11 (1): 67. 
 
The article discusses the depiction of women in Xhosa prose fiction „from 1909 to 1980‟: 
 
Peteni rounds off this period‟s literature by highlighting woman‟s role in politics. While 
women are faced with male domination on the one side, they are also faced with political 
oppression on the other. Zuziwe does not only represent or symbolise woman‟s laudable 
stand in this regard, but she also symbolizes woman as fighter, seasoned politician and 
martyr. 
 
The final cue that comes through in Peteni‟s work is that while in the first decade [of the 
twentieth century] woman was regarded as man‟s downfall, in the beginning of the 
eighties* it is man who can be regarded as woman‟s downfall. 
 
* The Xhosa translation of Hill of Fools, Kwazidenge, was published by the Lovedale 
Press in 1980. 
 
 
Violence 
 
An extract from William Beinart, ‘Political and Collective Violence in Southern 
African Historiography’, Journal of Southern African Studies 
 18.3 (September 1992), pp. 455-486. 
 
Some Further Explanatory Paths: Literary Representations of African Violence 
 
---Though fictional works have sometimes been intended as social and political 
commentary, they should not be understood simply as representations of social reality. 
Nevertheless, they have been one source through which historians have been able to 
approach African experiences and consciousness ---Take Sol Plaatje‟s Mhudi – one of the 
first modern African novels – which deals with the conflict between a Tswana chiefdom 
and the invading Ndebele. Here violence is portrayed as an instrument of public policy in 
African societies as elsewhere, both in the maintenance of civil order and in the pursuit of 
foreign affairs. But Plaatje sees violence as going beyond these bounds. He dwells on the 
brutality of the Ndebele invaders: „the Matabele were not fighting men only; they were 
actually spearing fleeing women and children‟; Ra-Thaga saw one of them killing a 
woman and as she fell back, the man grasped her little baby and dashed its skull against 
the trunk of a tree‟.52 
 
 Plaatje also suggests that violence and bravery could be a more specific intention 
of the socializing processes of some societies: „the members of a constantly warring 
nation like the Matabele had been drilled from childhood to face the most devastating 
situation without the tremor of an eyelid‟.53 Nor were the Rolong (Tswana) heroes of this 
book immune from such feelings. 
 
To speak the truth, Ra-Thaga and the other young bloods were glad. Old men 
liked to recount their wondrous deeds of valour in the wars they had fought, and 
young men were always pining for an opportunity to test their own strength in a 
really good fight. 
 
Two novels written somewhat later take up these themes in the early colonial period.
54
 In 
The Wrath of the Ancestors, A.C. Jordan, dealing with the Tsolo district, bases his story 
on the kinds of conflict that were not uncommon in the early twentieth-century 
Transkei.
55
 He depicts a chief on the side of modernization trying to „uplift‟ his people in 
what could be an intensely political conflict where „villagers set dogs on the teachers‟ and 
„swore at them, threatened them with spears or hurled dangerous clubs at them and 
chased them out of the place‟.56 Jordan dwells on conflict rather than violence. He sets up 
a major fight but does not allow his protagonists to go through with it; they are 
constrained partly by concerns about magisterial intervention. Nevertheless, the power of 
Jordan‟s book derives from the intensity of rural conflict which he presents as a 
fundamental aspect of life. 
 
In The Hill of Fools (sic), Peteni wrote more recently about a very similar context in the 
Ciskei. He goes further in suggesting that violence was an enduring feature of African 
life, embedded in the structure of society: „it‟s the tradition of the two villages to fight. 
You dare not break with tradition‟.57 
 
The green field which was to be the scene of fierce fighting belonged to one of the 
Hlubi villagers. It had once been an arable land --- The Hlubis and the Thembus 
seemed to regard the field as the official battle field   --- It was a perfect, natural 
stadium, suitable for combatants and spectators alike --- Somehow, the cows were 
never in the way when there was a fight. Was it a coincidence that they were 
always grazing away from the arena whenever human beings were butchering one 
another?
58 
 
Although there are different emphases in the approach of these authors to violence, all 
were members of the educated African Christian elite. All tended to illustrate the 
destructiveness of such conflict within African society and suggested that means should 
be found to resolve it; progress (and sometimes nature) is contrasted with violence. „What 
merit is there in an evil tradition?‟, Peteni lets one of his characters say at the end of the 
book.
59
 (Plaatje presented Tswana society as relatively peaceful and bucolic; the Ndebele 
were the major agents of violence and destruction.) To some extent these authors may 
have been viewing African societies and „factions‟ through the eyes of the dominant 
ideologies into which they were educated – or writing „proto-nationalist‟ work which 
sought to advocate wider loyalties. 
 
But their reworking of oral sources and insights into African politics suggests a more 
complex conclusion; it would be a mistake to see the African elite as unquestionaing 
recipients of dominant ideas. Plaatje and Jordan, powerful protagonists of African 
nationalism from different generations were celebrating the traditions of African society 
as well as offering „rebuke‟.60 Peteni was not known for his radical political views and 
was perhaps less concerned to explain violence. But he too has an interesting 
understanding of the legacy of the past in shaping African society. Although the 
traditionalists in these novels are sometimes defeated, the portrayal of them is certainly 
no harsher than Chinua Achbe‟s Things Fall Apart. And unlike Achebe, none of these 
authors permit their traditionalists to commit suicide.
61 
(pp. 470-472) 
 
52. Sol. T. Plaatje, Mhudi:An Epic of South African native Life a Hundred Years Ago 
(Lovedale, 1930, 1957), p.8. Republished with amendments by Heinemann with 
an introduction by Tim Couzens, 1978. (Quote on p. 32). 
53. Plaatje, Mhudi, Lovedale ed., p.36. (Heinemann ed. p.51.) 
54. A.C. Jordan, The Wrath of the Ancestors (Lovedale, 1980); R.L. Peteni, Hill of 
Fools (London: 1976). Jordan‟s novel, unlike Plaatje‟s and Peteni‟s, was first 
written in Xhosa. It was published in English twelve years after his death in 1968 
in Madison, Wisconsin where he had become Professor of African languages. 
Peteni wrote the foreword to this English translation of Wrath of the Ancestors; I 
suspect that Peteni‟s novel was considerably influenced by Jordan, and both seem 
to have drawn on Plaatje. 
55. Beinart, „Conflict in Qumbu‟ and „Amafelandawonye (The Diehards)‟ in Beinart 
and Bundy, Hidden Struggles in Rural South Africa. I had not read Jordan‟s book 
before Hidden Struggles was written, but there are some intriguing similarities. 
Jordan is clearly drawing on events in Qumbu and Tsolo in the early twentieth 
century, though he does not represent them exactly. There are also refernces to 
conflicts in a number of districts in the 1920s which gave rise to the Amafelanda- 
wonye movement. Jordan names one of the factions in his book the 
Felandawonye. However, they are here depicted as the supporters of a 
modernizing chief, whereas the movement in the 1920s tanded to be opposed by 
the wealthier modernizing progressives. He may have been using the term in its 
earlier meaning to denote the close supporters and advisors of the chief. 
56. Jordan, Wrath of the Ancestors, pp.227-229. 
57. Peteni, Hill of Fools, p.149. 
58. Peteni, Hill of Fools, pp. 101-103. 
59. Peteni, Hill of Fools, p.149. 
60. Couzens, „Introduction‟ to Heinemann edition of Mhudi. 
61. Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart (London, 1958). 
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